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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR 
ORDERING ITEMS USING ELECTRONIC 
CATALOGS 

RELATED APPLICATIONS 

This application is a continuation-in-part of International 
Application No.: PCT/US98/08407 filed Apr. 27, 1998 pub- 
lished as International Publication Number WO 98/49644 on 
Nov. 5, 1998 which claims priority from U.S. application 
Ser. No. 60/044,372 filed Apr. 28, 1997. 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

The present invention relates to e -commerce systems and, 
specifically, to a highly distributed system for large-scale 
content and e-commerce transactions over global computer 
networks, such as the internet. 

BACKGROUND 

The network economy is rapidly taking shape, and elec- 
tronic commerce (eCommerce) is at the forefront of this 
emerging paradigm. The eCommerce opportunity is 
expected to explode to over 

1.1 trillion dollars by the year 2002, according to 
several industry analysts. The business-to-business 
sector will capture the majority of the dollars 
transacted for eCommerce, an estimated 

800 billion dollars. 

A closer examination reveals the bulk of the spending 
activity associated with business- to-business eCommerce 
will originate from the acquisition of "operating resources", 
the goods and services required to operate an enterprise. 

Acquiring operating resources is ideal for eCommerce 
because traditionally they are acquired in a manual, paper- 
intensive manner — prone to error, mistakes and inefficien- 
cies. The expected savings associated with reducing the 
costs of acquiring operating resources ranges from 5-15%. 
Considering the dollars spent by a typical manufacturing 
corporation, resulting savings can have a significant bottom 
line benefit. 

Conventionally, though, each supplier is "on its own" to 
provide its own buying relationship with customers. This has 
the disadvantage the supplier's system is not linked into the 
buyer's processes (e.g., for approval and procurement). 
Thus, a system like OBI (Open Buying on the Internet, see 
http://openbuy.org) is desirable to "glue" the supplier's 
system to the buyer's system. Unfortunately, OBI still has 
the disadvantage that the end user doesn't necessarily know 
which supplier has the goods he wants. This is a fundamental 
Jailing of basic OBI, since a primary task an^nd -user must 
perform when purchasing something is to find what he 
wants. 

In order to deliver the expected benefits associated with 
busincss-to-business eCommerce, it is desirable that a solu- 
tion provide: 

Enterprise Connection of Users, Processes and Systems 
Scalable Connection of Buyers and Suppliers. 
The Operating Resource Management System (ORMS), 
from Ariba Technologies, Inc. of Sunnyvale, Calif, is a 
customer-driven solution that enables buying organizations 
to achieve significant savings in acquiring operating 
resources. The Ariba ORMS is described in detail in refer- 
enced International Application No. PCT/US98/08407 filed 
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Apr. 27, 1998 of which this application is a continuation- 
in-part and the contents of which are hereby incorporated 
herein by reference. An example of how the Ariba ORMS is 
used within an enterprise is provided in FIG. 1. The Ariba 
5 ORMS can do the following: 

Network Enabling Buyers; 

Capturing Procurement Processes and Spending; 

Network Enabling Enterprise Systems. 
lQ Conventionally, buying organizations use the Ariba 
ORMS to enable their corporate community of users, 
approvers and related departments to acquire all of their 
operating resources via a single, common networked infra- 
structure. The Ariba ORMS executes on a customer's cor- 
porate intranet. Ariba ORMS provides a user access to 
catalogs that are stored on the user's own intranet system, 
and the Ariba ORMS channels the users to products and 
services from preferred suppliers while simplifying the 
numerous processes (e.g., approval within the organization) 
2Q of acquiring operating resources. In addition, users have 
cross-process visibility and are able to reference relevant 
information regarding the status of their requests. 

The capture of all operating resources spending is impor- 
tant to achieving significant savings in acquiring these 
25 resources. Typically, different spending categories require 
unique procurement processes to request, approve and pur- 
chase the items of interest. The Ariba ORMS facilitates an 
easy to understand presentation of each process to the user, 
so complexity is minimized, while still allowing the enter- 
30 prise to model sophisticated process scenarios. In addition, 
internal acquisition processes are available within the Ariba 
ORMS, such as I/T service requests or new employee kits. 
Complete operating resources spend and process capture 
drives maximum savings, as well as allowing for global 
35 collaborative buying across the enterprise. 

A large number of large corporations require a heteroge- 
neous enterprise resource planning systems environment. 
The seamless integration of these systems into the Ariba 
ORMS, as shown in FIG. 2, facilitates networked informa- 
40 tion flow and provides for complete leverage of important 
information such as financial, human resource, security, 
inventory, messaging and other related data. 

The adoption rate of business-to-business eCommerce 
systems is rapidly growing. In particular, the Ariba ORMS 
45 is a leader among global 2000 and mid-size corporation. 

Ariba's customer success and market leadership has cre- 
ated a critical mass of buying organizations that represent 
tens of billions of dollars of annual spending on operating 
resources. Each Ariba customer represents a network of 
50 people, systems and processes that govern the acquisition of 
operating resources for their enterprise. 

The critical mass of buyers and the associated buying 
power has led to exponential supplier demand for partici* 
... pation. Thc.supplicr demand drives. requirements. for_mas= 
55 sive integration of product and service content. In addition, 
eCommerce transactions such as purchase orders, 
acknowledgements, change orders, order & ship status and 
invoices require massively scalable integration. 

Existing solutions to large -scale integration of supplier 
6Q content and eCommerce transaction integration include: 

Peer-to -Peer Networks 

Many-to-One-to-Many Networks 

Single Standard Networks 

Peer-to-Peer Networks, such as Electronic Data Inter- 
65 change (EDI), connect individual buying and selling orga- 
nizations in a one-to-one manner. Electronic commerce has 
traditionally based interoperability on these one-to-one con- 
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nections and Peer-to-Peer Networks have been quite effec- 
tive for acquiring production and manufacturing resources. 

However, operating resources are non-manufacturing 
goods and services acquired from thousands of suppliers, 
each with widely varying technical capabilities. Therefore, 5 
while Peer-to-Peer networks facilitate connections between 
buyers and suppliers, they arc difficult to scale across the 
thousands of organizations that supply operating resources. 
This is due to the complexity and cost of establishing each 
one-to-one communication scenario. 30 

Many-to-Onc-to-Many Networks provide a central 
repository or location for all content and transaction activity 
All buying activities are channeled through the central hub 
while all supplier interactions flow from the central hub. 
These networks aggregate supplier content in order to pro- 15 
vide an effective means to find products or services of 
interest across multiple selling organizations. Aggregation 
of supplier content relies on normalization of the content 
where multi-sourcing of items is required. A system that 
aggregates supplier content in a public computer system is 20 
disclosed in U.S. Pat. No. 5,319,542 to King, Jr. et al. 

Data normalization is the process of defining common 
descriptions and attributes for the same or similar products 
offered by different suppliers. To perform this function 
effectively, domain expertise must exist in the industry or 25 
product area requiring normalization. Lack of domain exper- 
tise creates content aggregation challenges for Many-to- 
One-to-Many Networks. 

While providing central control for the aggregation of 
supplier content, Many-to-One-to-Many Networks create 30 
bottlenecks that significantly limit the scalability of the 
network. These bottlenecks act as "choke points" for the 
network unless effective and efficient aggregation tech- 
niques based on relevant domain-based content expertise are 
used. Furthermore, at some point the amount of data to be 35 
aggregated simply becomes too large to be effectively and 
efficiently aggregated by any method. This type of system 
that aggregates supplier content simply will not easily scale 
to support a general system, since there are literally hun- 
dreds of thousands of suppliers and billions (or even 40 
perhaps, trillions) of items. In addition, as a practical busi- 
ness matter, it is a disadvantage to suppliers to be at the 
mercy of a third party to provide a selling interface to their 
customers. (They want to "own" their customers' buying 
experience with them.) Also, as a practical technical matter, 45 
suppliers must do a lot of work to "conform" to the aggre- 
gation system. 

As for single standard networks, although an ideal theo- 
retical concept, the adoption of a single standard for content 
and eCommerce transaction integration is highly unlikely. 50 
Several industry and geography-based initiatives exist to 
create common semantics for content and common formats 
for transactions, resulting in multiple standards. These ini- 
tiatives seek to optimize communication, distribution and 
connection efficiencies within the industry or geographic 55 
region in addition to reducing associated costs. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

'ITie present invention is directed to method and apparatus 
providing a large scale eCommerce integrated buyer-seller 60 
product and/or service procurement system including 
identification, offer, order and payment transactions. 

The invention includes providing to buyers index infor- 
mation and directions to distributed supplier information 
which identifies goods and services of suppliers and pro- 65 
viding ordering services to buyers and sellers by means of a 
global computer information network. The invention also 
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includes order transaction routing, multiple protocol support 
for exchanging content and transaction information and for 
converting an order into the supplier's preferred transaction 
protocol. 

Broadly stated the present invention is directed to a 
system for electronically ordering items having at least one 
supplier computer system storing at least one catalog con- 
taining items offered by the supplier and a customer com- 
puter system with the improvement of a public computer 
system comprising an index to the items in the catalogs on 
the at least one supplier computer system, means for que- 
rying the index on the public computer system for a desired 
item in response to a request for the desired item from the 
customer computer system and means for generating a 
pointer for the customer computer system to catalog infor- 
mation about the desired item in the catalog on the at least 
one supplier system which has been identified by the query 
of the index. 

In accordance with another aspect of the present 
invention, the public computer system includes means 
responsive to an order from the customer computer system 
for electronically ordering the desired item based upon the 
catalog information about the desired item accessed by the 
customer from the at least one supplier computer system. 

The invention also includes the method of electronically 
ordering item which are listed in a catalog on one supplier's 
computer system for a customer having its own computer 
system and utilizing a public computer system comprising 
the steps of creating and storing on the public computer 
system an index to the items in the catalogs on the supplier 
computer system, querying the index on the public computer 
system for a desired item in response to a request for the 
desired item from the customer computer system and gen- 
erating a pointer for the customer computer system to 
catalog information about the desired item in the catalog on 
the supplier system. 

Another aspect of the present invention is utilizing the 
method set forth in the preceding paragraph and then order- 
ing the desired item from the public computer system 
responsive to an order to the public computer system from 
the customer computer system. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES 

FIG. 1 shows schematic block diagram view of a con- 
ventional Ariba ORMS. 

FIG. 2 is a schematic diagram which shows how enter- 
prise resource planning systems integrate seamlessly into the 
Ariba ORMS. 

FIG. 3 is a schematic block diagram illustrating an 
embodiment of the invention, including showing how the 
invention integrates with buyer organizations and supplier 
organizations. 

FIG. 4 is a schematic block diagram illustrating a method 
for ordering an operating resource from supplier catalogs, 
using the invention. 

FIG. 5 is a schematic block diagram illustrating how 
suppliers register contact formation with the invention. 

FIG. 6 is a schematic block diagram illustrating how the 
invention provide single access point for order processing. 

FIG. 7 is a schematic block diagram illustrating (along 
with a portion of FIG. 4) the content management service. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

The present invention is the solution to large-scale content 
and eCommerce transaction integration. The invention is an 
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entirely new paradigm that leverages networked economies 
of scale of the Internet. The invention provides a highly 
scaleable and distributed means of connecting the rapidly 
growing number of buyers using Ariba ORMS (or other 
customer-based systems) with a large number of suppliers. 5 
The invention also provides a range of Internet services for 
buyers and suppliers that accelerates the inherent advantages 
of business-to-busincss eCommcrcc and lowers the barriers 
of entry to participants. In addition to providing smooth 
access to supplier content and transparent transaction 10 
routing, in some embodiments, invention delivers business 
and information services as well. 

The World Wide Web (or other global information 
network) provides an excellent medium for suppliers to offer 
their products and services to customers and prospective 35 
customers. Suppliers are able to create unique branding of 
their offerings as well as establish competitive differentia- 
tion. The present invention leverages the scalability of the 
web's distributed many-to-many architecture by facilitating 
the use of heterogeneous supplier content managed by the 20 
supplier via their own eCommerce systems. 

The invention provides support for numerous standard 
ways of exchanging content and transaction information. 
Preferred embodiments of this multi-protocol network allow 
buyers to send transactions (e.g., purchase requisitions) from 25 
Ariba ORMS in one standard format, which arc then auto- 
matically converted into the suppliers' preferred transaction 
protocol. This infrastructure eliminates the reliance on a 
single standard for electronic commerce while giving sup- 
pliers the freedom to transact in their preferred protocol. As 30 
additional standard transaction and content protocols 
emerge, the invention may implement them. 

The invention uses a unique and highly scalable approach 
for content management. This approach uses indexing, ^ 
rather than content aggregation, to connect buying organi- 
zations using Ariba ORMS to suppliers 1 catalogs. This 
indexing approach eliminates the need to aggregate content 
in a central repository, yet provides robust and comprehen- 
sive searching tools to buyers. The invention may be thought 
of as a portal — a doorway through which a buying organi- 
zation passes to access information about what is available 
in the marketplace. 

The invention offers buying organizations the option of 
linking to approved supplier Web sites, sourcing goods and 45 
services through indices maintained with the invention, or 
caching indices of operating resources directly in Ariba 
ORMS, or both. It also allows suppliers to conduct business 
with buying organizations independent. 

The ubiquity of the Internet and the widespread connec- 50 
tivity it provides to buyers and suppliers makes it a low cost 
and scalable platform for eCommerce. The invention lever- 
ages this platform to achieve a secure, open and scalable 
content and transaction integration infrastructure. 

As shown in FIG. 3, the public computer system 150 of 55 
this invention is a highly distributed solution for large-scale 
content and eCommerce transaction integration over the 
Internet. It provides a range of services for buying and 
selling organizations that accelerate the inherent advantages 
of a Networked ecosystem for business-to-business eCom- eo 
merce. It also incorporates a number of Internet services, 
including catalog content management 102, order transac- 
tion routing 104, and multi-protocol support 106 for numer- 
ous standard ways of exchanging content and transaction 
information. 65 

For buying organizations 112, the system 150 links them 
into a single coterminous network making if far easier for 
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buyers to conduct eCommerce with many suppliers. 
Similarly, for selling organizations 114, the system 150 links 
buyer networks 112 together in a seamless network envi- 
ronment making it easier for a suppliers 114 to conduct 
eCommerce with many buyers 112. 

Referring to FIGS. 3 and 4, supplier catalogs are stored on 
supplier networks 114 in a standard Catalog Interchange 
Format (CIF) 403a and 403/?. An index 408 to the supplier 
catalogs 403 is created and stored on the system server 150. 
(This step is denoted as "1" in the figure.) When a customer 
using Ariba ORMS 404 wishes to purchase an item, he 
submits a query to the system server 406 (step 2). Software 
on the system server 406 searches the index 408 on the 
system server 406 based on the customer submitted query 
and returns, as the search result, universal resource locators 
(UTRL's) pointing to catalog data on the appropriate sup- 
plier network 402aand 402A(step 3). 

The customer 404 follows one or more URL's (step 4) to 
retrieve the catalog data directly from the supplier network 
(in this case from supplier B network 402b) (step 5). Based 
on the catalog data retrieved from the supplier network 
402£>, the customer using Ariba ORMS 404 generates a 
requisition and submits the requisition via ordering software 
410 on the system server 406 (step 6). The ordering software 
410 translates the requisition into a format desired by the 
particular supplier to which the requisition is destined, and 
forwards the requisition on to the supplier network 402ft 
(step 7) in most cases. The system services include: 

Supplier Registration 110 

Order Transaction Routing 104 

Catalog Content Management 102 

Community News and Information 109 

Future Services (not shown) 

FIG. 5 shows how the system 150 provides a single 
self-service network access point 115 for suppliers to reg- 
ister their contact information, content data, order prefer- 
ences and profile information — to tell the system 150 and, 
thus, buying organizations 112, where they are, how to 
communicate with them, where on the supplier's system 114 
to find its catalogs, etc. Ariba ORM systems at buying 
organizations 112 may be automatically configured to use 
the system 150 to leverage the available supplier informa- 
tion. Any supplier 114 can join without the involvement of 
any buyer 112, thus creating an "open, free market". 

To conduct commerce with all buying organizations using 
Ariba ORMS, suppliers 114 need only register once. This 
single point of access for suppliers makes the system 150 
massively scalable, simplifying their business interactions 
with hundreds of business buyers. 

Order transaction routing 104 is now discussed. As shown 
in FIG. 6, the system 150 creates a single network access 
point 117 for buyers 112 allowing them to send orders and 
conduct eCommerce with any supplier 114 connected to the 
system 150 without having to configure trading 
relationships, standards or content. That is, the buying 
organization 112 need know nothing about the preferred 
ordering methods of the supplier 114. 

The system 150 routes orders from Ariba ORMS buyers 
112 to appropriate suppliers 114 using the Internet. The 
connection between Ariba ORMS systems 112 to the system 
150 occurs via an Order Sender Toolkit. The Order Sender 
Toolkit is an ordering module that securely transmits orders 
to the system 150 using encryption and secure transports. 
The system 150 order routing 104 provides secure and 
reliable order conveyance. Buyers 112 and suppliers 114 
receive order confirmations as well as transaction histories 
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and full audit trails. Comprehensive error handling capabili- 
ties exist for all stages of the transaction process. 

The system 150 uses a scalable and reliable system for 
processing and routing electronic purchase orders. The sys- 
tem inserts orders as they arrive into a relational data store 5 
and places then into one or more queues also maintained in 
a relational data store. Several processes can run in parallel, 
each processing orders from one or more queues. Once an 
entry in a queue is processed, it is marked as such preventing 
duplicate processing. As the result of being processed via a 10 
queue by one of the processes, an order can get inserted into 
one or more other queues for further handling by other 
processes. 

Row level locking is employed to avoid duplicate han- 
dling by processes running concurrently. The system uses is 
intermediate states for entries to recover from abnormal 
situations such as hardware failures. 

The system employs monitoring programs that can moni- 
tor the size of the various queues. It can start or stop 
processes on different machines on the network to process 20 
queues depending on their sizes. Thus, the system can 
process electronic orders in parallel in a reliable and scalable 
fashion. 

Suppliers 114 can register their order transport and rout- 
ing preferences 116 once via the system 150 to conduct 25 
business with any Ariba ORMS customer 112. They may 
change their preferences over time, for example as their 
internal systems become more sophisticated. The system 
150 translates transactions between buyer 112 and supplier 
114 preferred formats using major eCommerce standards as 30 
shown in FIG. 6. The level of technical enablement of the 
system 150 usually determines which ordering options they 
choose. In all cases, the buying organization 112 is free from 
the transaction complexity of supporting a myriad of order 
communications options. For example, order transport and 35 
routing options 116 may include: 

Commerce XML (cXML); 

Internet-based Electronic Data Interchange (Internet 
EDI); 

Value Added Network-based Electronic Data Interchange 

(VAN EDI); 
Open Buying on the Internet (OBI); 
Remote driven supplier ordering web-site; 
Secure HTML; 
Electronic mail; and 
Auto-Fax, 

Additional order routing options may be included and/or 
added as requested by the system 150 supplier community. 

C atalog content management 102 service is provided. 
F1G._7 shows how the system lSu provides a single acces s 

-f^-Mftt— far,h]i .v.ers and suppliers to man age and exchange 
cjujtlo gjjontent directly betw een each other, su ch as IhTougfi 
jfcJ JftL. Several content management paradigms are avaiH 
able to equip buyers and suppliers with options appropriate 55 
to their business models. 

With supplier managed content features, the system 150 
provides suppliers with a full range of rich features to 
manage their catalog content. J Xhis_allows publishing, again 
viaJ URL,„o Lhaveirspegific producLofTe ri ngs, wh lie als o 60 
proyJ ding_Qi3P QrluniUes_to participat e in additiona l sales 
a vailable from the system 150. For suppliers Lft, the 

'features' available via the system 150 are effective for 
managing these product and service offerings. For buyers 
112, the system 150 provides a full set of features that 65 
greatly simplifies content integration across multiple sup- 
pliers. 



40 



45 
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Supplier managed content features include: 

Access as shown in FIG. 4 to catalog content from 
multiple suppliers 114 via "a" to a central "inbox" (406 
in FIG. 4) and from the inbox via "b" to for buying 
organizations 112. Consistent with the distributed 
architecture of the system 150, the "inbox" has a URL 
or a pointer via "c" to the catalog content on the 
supplier system and not the catalog content itself which 
is transferred from the supplier to the buyer via "d". 

Ability to validate and publish customer specific catalogs 
to the relevant buying organization, via the same 
"inbox" 408 mechanism; 

Ability for buyers belonging to different organizations in 
a single company to exchange validated catalog content 
with others in the same enterprise; 

Repository of indices to catalog data maintained at sup- 
plier sites for exchange and management of catalog 
content; 

Bi-directional conversion of an index between catalog 
files in various formats; 

Catalog content validation. Syntactic validation provides 
for the physical and positional accuracy of the supplier 
files (i.e. required fields exist, commas in the right 
place, numeric fields use numbers, etc.) Semantic vali- 
dation provides for field level checking to ensure 
proper supplier identification is used, product classifi- 
cation codes are valid and other important parameters 
are valid within the context of the relevant buying 
organization; 

Edit capabilities for catalog files that have errors as 
identified by the validation facility; 

Wizard-driven supplier user interface; 

Product classification look-up for catalog line items; 

Summary information regarding catalog files in various 
stages, including those published to buyers, submitted 
by suppliers, submitted for validation, etc. 

Increasingly, suppliers are desirous of building sophisti- 
cated business-to-business eCommerce systems that estab- 
lish unique branding and competitive differentiation for 
corporate buying. For instance, a supplier may have a 
powerful configuration engine that a buyer uses to configure 
complicated products. The Ariba solution fully leverages 
these advanced systems to facilitate the buying process. 

For example, in one embodiment, the Ariba Operating 
Resource Management System (Ariba ORMS) supports an 
advanced technique known as "punch-out." Punch-out is a 
supplier content integration model that uses extensible 
Markup Language (XML) and the supplier's advanced 
eCommerce system. From the Ariba ORMS, the punch-out 
technique allows the user to link to a supplier's eCommerce 
web-site. User authentication occurs via credentials that 
Ariba ORMS sends to communicate the user's organization 
and profile information. Once authenticated, the user 112 
receives personalized greetings and content appropriate to 
their use that reflects their customer-specific pricing. The 
user 112 then finds products of interest using whatever 
facilities are available at the supplier's site 114 (e.g., a 
search engine on the supplier's site), and adds items to their 
supplier-based shopping basket. Finally, the secure trans- 
mission of the resulting product selections occurs to the 
user's requisition in the Ariba ORMS at the buying organi- 
zation 112. 

The system 150 provides community news and informa- 
tion as a service to buyers and suppliers. The dissemination 
of pertinent information and the enhancement of communi- 
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cation represent important objectives for the system. As 
such, the following are informational services and commu- 
nity forums planned. 

Industry news, product reviews and events for suppliers; 
Vertical community forums and messaging between buy- 
ers and suppliers; 
Editorialized content regarding system 150 events, prod- 
uct releases and services; 
Access to informational libraries such as Dun & Brad- 
street and Hoovers for company or industry research; 
Buyer sourcing guides; 
Supplier evaluation and satisfaction ratings; 
Buyer and supplier profile information; 
Partner information. 

In other embodiments, several additional services for 
buyers and suppliers using the system 150 may be provided, 
including: 

Auctions for surplus materials; 

Pre-negotiated supplier contracts; 

Vertical industry buying consortiums; 

Government contracts center; 

RFP/RFI listing services; 

Ad-hoc purchasing services; 

Strategic sourcing. 

The system 150 commerce solution has the two compo- 
nents that collectively provide seamless end-to-end integra- 
tion of processes, systems and organizations involved in the 
acquisition cycle for operating resources. The Ariba ORMS 
provides the sophisticated global enterprise system that 
efficiently automates and connects internal users, systems 
and processes. The system 150 provides the secure and 
massively scalable Internet infrastructure for efficiently con- 
necting buyers and suppliers. 

With the system 150, Ariba ORMS users are seamlessly 
linked to supplier networks while suppliers are seamlessly 
linked to buyer networks to create a global purchasing 
network of operating resources. The synergy between the 
buying power of Ariba ORMS and the high-throughput 
supplier community of the system 150 results in new oppor- 
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tunities for return on investment and decreased costs of 
implementation and maintenance. The system 150 provides 
extended integration of corporate intranets, supplier 
extranets, the internet and private networks of value added 
5 content. This combination delivers an entire value chain via 
integration with important resources inside and outside the 
enterprise, and automate the interactions of trading partners. 
What is claimed is: 

1. A machine-readable medium having executable instruc- 
10 tions to cause a machine to perform a method for electroni- 
cally ordering items, the method comprising: 

accessing a uniform resource locator (URL) on a public 
order catalog system, the URL to be one of a plurality 
of URLs, each URL to individually reference catalog 
*5 data that describes a catalog item, the catalog data that 
describes each catalog item is to be stored on one of a 
plurality of supplier computer systems; 
receiving the catalog data automatically from the supplier 
computer associated with the accessed URL, wherein 
20 the catalog data describes the catalog item from one of 
the plurality of supplier computer systems associated 
with the accessed URL; 
receiving the catalog data that describes the catalog item 
25 from one of the plurality of supplier computer systems 
associated with the accessed URL; 
creating a requisition order for the catalog item associated 
with the accessed URL, the requisition order to include 
a portion of the catalog data describing the catalog 
30 item; and 

submitting the requisition order for the catalog item to the 
supplier catalog data, wherein said requisiton order is 
converted automatically from a different format sent by 
a customer. 

35 2. The computer program of claim 1, wherein the plurality 
of suppliers computer systems are associated with a plurality 
of suppliers, each of the suppliers being pre-approved to 
offer each catalog item for sale. 

3. The computer program of claim 1, wherein each catalog 

40 item is pre-approved for sale. 

* * * * * 
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